The Pen Incident

By Ltjg. Jeffery Ehlenberger,  SH-60B
There are some things in life that are overlooked in the ladder of importance. In aviation, a good brief, a thorough preflight and maintaining situational awareness, during the event, are critical to the safe completion of a mission. However, some things don’t even cross one's mind until it's too late, and hindsight is always 20/20.

Recently, I was preparing for a tactical training flight as part of my level 200 air-combat-training-continuum (ACTC) qualification. I spent a few hours in the mission planning space researching all aspects of the mission we were about to fly. When we arrived at the aircraft, everything seemed to be in order. There were no major discrepancies found on preflight. From engine start to taxi checks all went well, and the helicopter was in excellent working order. We were ready to taxi, and I copied down the current ATIS with my trusty pen. The helicopter aircraft commander (HAC), who also happened to be the squadron safety officer, called for the switch to ground frequency. As I switched frequencies, I did something every pilot does at one point or another. I dropped my pen.

Usually, when this sort of thing happens, the pen just falls on the deck, or it comes to rest on the foreign object damage (FOD) screen under the seat. However, in this case, my pen descended towards the perfect pen-shaped gap between the FOD screen and the airframe. And wouldn’t you know, it went through that gap. The HAC noticed me squirming around trying to locate the wayward pen and asked what happened. I confessed to dropping my pen. We both began to look around, and it was nowhere to be found. So, I began unstrapping and climbed out of the helicopter to get a better look. The pen had disappeared. We signaled the plane captain for a troubleshooter, who came in with a tool pouch, to assist with the search. After several minutes, the determination was made that we needed to shut down to remove my seat.

As I stood there feeling stupid, I couldn’t help but remember the old primary flight school gouge about tying your pen to your kneeboard to keep it secure. When I looked up again, I saw the efforts of four people trying to save my pen. After about 30 minutes and the removal of a few avionics boxes, the pen was recovered. Unfortunately, while all of this was going on, the squadron duty officer (SDO) and operations officer had decided that, due to the delay, events on the flight schedule needed to be changed, and our sortie was cancelled.

If anything can be learned from this incident, it is that something as simple as tying your pen off can prevent a hazardous situation. In this case, on the ground, the hazard only cost the cancellation of a training mission and a good deal of embarrassment. If this had happened in the air, the pen could have easily gotten lodged in the flight controls and caused a mishap. Think about having to explain that your aircraft was damaged or, even worse, that somebody was hurt or killed because you dropped your pen.  I know that there are those of you flying around without your writing implement secured. Hopefully, my mistake will encourage you to secure your pen with some string and avoid a ridiculous incident like this.
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